THE   ELIZABETHANS

tion of peace that all the flocke of Nightingales with their
melody cannot attain to ye like, much lesse this simple
letter of mine."1

To sail across the Atlantic was like sailing into Hy Brasil or
fairyland and to enter the South Seas was like making a
descent into Hades; yet living Englishmen were actually
making these voyages. Shakespeare's Fairy Queen., Titania,
lives in "India", which may mean either the new "Indies" of
the West or the mysterious ancient "India" of the East. For
Shakespeare fairyland and "India" seem to be nearly the
same thing. The Elizabethan poets had the advantage of
living in a world full of wonders which their contemporaries
had seen with their own eyes. They had heard trustworthy
accounts of such extraordinary and incredible things that it
appeared to them that almost anything might be possible.
Spenser boldly bases his argument in favour of the existence
of fairyland on the new discoveries. He thinks that some
might condemn his poem as fantastic, and he answers by
pointing triumphantly to the new discoveries:

But let that man with better sense advize
That of the world least part to us is red;
And daily how through hardy enterprize
Many great Regions are discovered.
Which to late age were never mentioned
Who ever heard of th' Indian Peru?
Or who in venturous vessel measured
The Amazon, huge river now found true
Qr fruitfullest Virginia who did ever view?

Such a passage as this must not be dismissed as a mere flight
of fancy. It is full of significance as a revelation of the effect
of the voyages on the English imagination. It helps us to
understand the hyperbolical character of Elizabethan litera-
ture. For men whose daily life was surrounded by the miracu-
lous, hyperbole was the natural form of expression.

1 Queen Elizabeth and the Levant Company, by H. G. Rexdale, Oxford
1904, p. 4.
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